Bordeaux – Day 1

We flew to Paris on an Air France Airbus 380 (see photos).  That’s one huge airplane!  According to the flight attendant the plane holds 435 passengers (on two levels) and 22 crew members.  We flew Premiere Voyager, which is almost equivalent to United’s old business class with seats that tilt back but don’t lie flat.  The plane is quieter than most others and requires two sets of ramps to board passengers.  The G-force is far less taking off in this plane than in a 777 or 747.  We had a great trip with occasional turbulence.  Food in our class was no better than any other airline, but our designation was a step above “cattle car”, which actually didn’t look too bad in terms of personal space.  We return on a 777, but are glad we had the opportunity to experience this new addition to the Airbus fleet. 

We arrived at DeGaulle airport a little before 6 a.m., a few minutes early.  Our next gate was in the “F” terminal for our flight Bordeaux.  Had no idea that this was such a huge airport.  No transportation – little carts, etc. like most civilized airports – so the walk took close to an hour.  That included going through passport control and another security check, neither of which were very efficient nor took into account the number of people and planes which had landed.  But this is France after all and efficiency has never been a feature at DeGaulle airport.  At one point I was sure we were walking to another country in order to board our next flight.  Ridiculous not to have some alternate form of transportation (other than wheel chairs) for passengers who can’t easily go the distance.  Once in the F terminal we settled into seats in the boarding area to await our next flight.  With a long wait and no sleep during the flight from Dulles to DeGaulle, the flight from DeGaulle to Bordeaux provided the perfect time to take a cat nap.
Landed in Bordeaux and its smaller sized airport was a welcome sight.  Got our bags in a reasonable amount of time and met our tour guide who took us to the awaiting bus for the ride to the Novotel which will be our “home” for the entire duration of our trip.  What a joy not to have to change hotels, but to settle in and operate out of one place.  The Novotel is a four-star hotel, as described in its own literature.  The Ritz it ain’t and I think this hotel has one or two stars too many.  The rooms are decent size but lack amenities – like body lotion and other things higher end hotels provide.  A sign touts extra towels, but we couldn’t find any.  The staff doesn’t speak English very well, leading me to believe this hotel doesn’t get a lot of English speaking guests.  There is no help for carrying luggage, but the hotel does have a couple of luggage carts you can “borrow.”  There is a bar and a breakfast area and we’ll see how good the breakfast is tomorrow morning.  Service is only adequate, we’re told.  The room has a bed, larger than a queen but smaller than a king, but sufficient so that we don’t collide with each other when sleeping.  The air circulation system works.  The toilet and bath area are separate, as seems to be a French custom.  There is a mini-bar and small refrigerator so we can purchase cold drinks and store them.  
We explored the area immediately around the hotel looking for food – we had a cup of real coffee and a croissant at the airport around 7:30 a.m. but nothing since then and it was now after 2 p.m. and we were hungry!  Food and sleep were high on our list of priorities since we weren’t going to meet for dinner until 7:30 that evening and neither or us slept on the flight to Paris.  Being Sunday, practically everything was closed, a fact no one told us, but we discovered only after walking to the shopping center behind the hotel in search of its reputed great food court and grocery store.  We ended up at the bar in the hotel next to ours where we were offered a cheese and bread plate, but nothing more, since that kitchen had closed.  It was a welcome “meal” and indeed held us until dinner.  We also had a short nap which was most refreshing.
We met in the lobby at 7:30 and were treated to a glass of Kir, crème de cassis, a raspberry liquor, mixed with a still white wine, and proceeded to walk to a restaurant near the cathedral – about 15 minutes away.  While at the restaurant, we got to know our  companions who will be with us tomorrow to visit Cognac, two other married couples and another gentlemen we met in Argentina as well as our tour guide and his wife.  Great group of people so far.  The rest of the crew arrives in time for a Tuesday afternoon city tour of Bordeaux and dinner; we know several of them from our Argentina trip. 

The restaurant where we ate dinner was adequate, but nothing special.  Food looked better than it tasted.  My duck leg – rather large duck here - was cooked within an inch of its life, unfortunately, but Jeff’s fish fared better. My french fries, however, were excellent.  Crispy and not greasy. Think those that had beef enjoyed their dinner. Appetizer was a squash with a concoction of eggplant and other spices inside with thin slices of some sort of hard cheese on top.  Interesting, but not worthy of any Michelin stars.  The fresh anchovy wrapped around a green olive was fishy tasting and not appealing at all.  The dessert, on the other hand, was the star of the meal. A chocolate cake oozing molten chocolate was the evening’s winner as far as I was concerned. I could have skipped the main course and gone right to dessert!  Wine was fine.
So ended our day. Tomorrow we learn about and taste cognac, first at a “mom and pop” operation and secondly at Hennessy, a huge operation.  We need to be on the bus by 8 a.m. to travel to Cognac.  

But first, a decent night’s sleep!  More to come. 

